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      Archimedes

      “Is this some kind of fucking joke?”

      It has to be. There’s no way this is real.

      Mother slams her palm against the table, rattling the fine china holding the Thanksgiving feast we’ve just finished eating. “Archimedes Warren! Language!”

      Father just scowls at me from his position at the opposing end of the long, ornate table. One of his dark eyebrows rises slowly, a patented look that screams his displeasure. “Am I laughing? No, it’s not a joke.”

      I seek out the only person who might still retain any semblance of sanity in this family. But Grandmother offers nothing but a sympathetic look from her spot across the table from me.

      Oh, my God!

      My hand holding the stack of papers quivers with my anger. “Did you two know about this?”

      I should have expected this from Grandfather but not her. Never her. Not after the way she stood up for Artemis when he decided to leave the company. Not after she went to bat for him and Pen when Mom and Dad wanted to completely disown him for marrying her.

      And to drop this on me now?

      It’s Thanksgiving. Five weeks until New Year’s Eve.

      Five. Weeks.

      I shake the offending document toward Grandfather and then the man who sired me. “You can’t be serious about this.”

      Father simply glares at me from the head of the table. “I’m dead serious, son.”

      “But—” I squeeze my eyes shut and scrub my free hand over my face, “that means I can only take over as CEO if I’m married by December 31st.”

      An oppressive silence settles over the room. The holidays can always be stifling with the Warrens, but this is a whole new level of soul-crushing—even for us. This is going above and beyond the typical meddling and overbearing involvement in their children’s lives. This is just…cruel.

      But Father doesn’t even blink, just stares back at me with the frosty blue eyes he gave each of us. “That’s exactly what it means.”

      “That’s five fucking weeks from now!”

      Mother lurches to her feet, both hands smacking the table so hard, red wine sloshes over the side of her crystal glass and onto the off-white silk tablecloth. “Archimedes Leonidas Warren! You will watch your language at my table. I don’t care if you’re an adult now. I’m still your mother, and you still owe me some damn respect.”

      I have to bite my tongue not to point out the fact that she just swore, too, as I crumple the trust papers into a tight ball.

      Father snorts and glances at my hand. “That’s not the original, son. You can’t destroy it and expect this all to go away.”

      Athena surveys everyone at the table. She’s been unusually quiet thus far, probably saving up to dish out something that will send Mom and Dad over the edge—as is typical for my little sis. “So…” she picks up her wine glass and twirls in between her fingers, “is anyone going to clue me in on what’s going on?”

      I still can’t believe Mom and Dad let her drink before she’s twenty-one. Artie and I never would’ve gotten away with that. Then again, I think they’re just so sick of trying—and failing—to make her stop doing anything that they’re willing to let her practically get away with murder for fear of losing her the way they “lost” Artie.

      If this isn’t the last straw in showing her the type of people Mom and Dad really are, then I don’t know what would be.

      I let out a mirthless laugh and shake my head. “Well, dear sister, Mother and Father, and it seems Grandfather and Grandmother, have seen fit to amend the family trust.”

      Her eyes widen slightly. “Oh?”

      “Yes.” I allow my gaze to linger on Grandmother again, hoping she’ll speak up against this atrocity, but it appears that despite her previous attempts to smooth things over and try to keep this family from tearing itself apart, she’s staying mute on this subject. I uncrumple the ball of paper and find the relevant paragraph. “In order to acquire and maintain the position of CEO at Warren Enterprises Worldwide, said individual must be legally married—consummated and legitimate, not just in name—which shall mean residing with his or her spouse for at least 330 days a year… Oh, and this is the best part…with the expectation of an heir within one year of said marriage. Which means, if I ever get divorced, or they find out it’s a sham, and if I don’t impregnate my loving wife almost immediately, I end up on my ass and kicked out of the family business without a fucking penny.”

      Athena chokes on her wine and finally manages to swallow it. “Well, shit.”

      Mother growls. “Not you, too.”

      “Sorry, Mom.” Athena’s shoulders rise and fall nonchalantly. “But that’s kind of bullshit.”

      This time, Father slams his fist against the table so hard it rattles the glasses. “That’s enough out of you two. Grandfather and I did what we had to do to protect the family. After your brother ran off with that harlot and their bastard child, we needed to do something to ensure that the family business is going to move forward with a Warren at the helm, one who is a dedicated family man and not prone to scandal or running off whenever his dick twitches.”

      Athena snorts and covers her mouth with her hand as she looks at me. “Dad, if you think that’s not gonna happen with Archimedes then—”

      “Shut it, little sister.”

      I’ve had my fair share of romantic dalliances in the past, but I’m discreet about it. I know better than to tarnish the Warren name with illicit affairs. Artie was young when he met Penelope. Young and too dumb to realize what his actions then would lead to now. I don’t think I’ve ever been as pissed at him in my life as I am at this moment. This is because of Artie. The man is blissfully happy and has everything he’s ever dreamed of, but in order to get it, he left me in this quagmire.

      He never wanted the company. He never wanted the power. It’s all I’ve ever wanted, and now, I’m not going to be able to get it because these requirements are absolutely ludicrous. It’s almost as if they want me to fail. But that makes no sense. That would only leave Athena to take over, and she would need to comply with this ridiculous requirement, too. She’s still in college. And she’s more than demonstrated her contempt for the company. Enough that I don’t think any of us expect her to come home to work when she graduates. That will never happen, and they know it, which means they fully expect me to comply with the trust and find a wife in little more than a month.

      Absolute insanity!

      I suck in a deep, fortifying breath, trying to regain some semblance of control. Perhaps there’s an opportunity to approach this diplomatically, to come to some sort of middle-ground on these requirements. “Why the deadline, Father? That gives me what…thirty-seven days to get married?”

      He plasters on the fake Warren smile, the one we’ve all practiced so well and polished to perfection. “From what I hear, you have a lot of very lovely lady friends. It shouldn’t be hard to find one willing to commit their life to you, given the billions of dollars you stand to inherit.” He shrugs. “Pick one.”

      Pick one?

      He cannot be fucking serious.

      Not one of the women I choose to spend my nights with is anyone I would choose to spend my life with. And he knows it.

      This is a punishment. I’m being punished because Artemis couldn’t keep his dick in his pants when he was eighteen. I don’t have any unplanned children running around—at least, not that I know of—yet, I’m the one who’s now going to have to figure out a way around this trust provision in the next five weeks.

      If Artie were here right now, he’d be getting a swift kick to the face or better yet…the cock…since that’s what got him in so much trouble in the first place. I fucking love the guy. And Penelope. And Max. But Christ…has he put me in a position.

      I drop the crumpled paper on my empty dinner plate and shove back my chair from the table. All eyes follow me as I rise to my feet. I button my suit coat and meet the eyes of everyone at the table before finally landing on Father. “I don’t know what you thought this would accomplish. But if you want to keep a Warren at the helm, this isn’t the way to do it. What if I’m not able to comply with the terms in the next five weeks?”

      Father shrugs again, but I know it’s a major pressing question. His eyes flick over to Athena. “There’s always your sister.”

      And I’m sure he has something up his sleeve to force her into compliance, too.
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      BLAIRE

      The elevator pings, announcing his arrival. But I’ve known he was coming ever since Rinaldo down at security called up to give me the warning that Archimedes had entered the building and that he’ll be blowing in like a hurricane.

      You would think the nice, long holiday weekend would have relaxed Archimedes a little bit, but as soon as those elevator doors open, he storms in, tosses his jacket at me, and barrels past my desk into his office.

      The glass door swings shut behind him, and he slams his briefcase on top of the desk so loudly it reverberates through his office and even hurts my ears out here.

      I cringe and stand to hang his coat in the small closet to the left of my desk.

      It’s freezing out there this Monday morning. With winter finally descending on New York, big, fat snowflakes fall outside the floor-to-ceiling windows and blanket Central Park just beyond them.

      It’s absolutely beautiful.

      My favorite time of the year, the time when holiday joy spreads through the city and miracles can happen.  Even though Mom died before I ever really got to know her, the memories of wonderful holidays spent with Dad still live on in my heart.  The years since he’s been gone haven’t been easy, but having good friends with warm, open arms during the season and the overall cheer in the air helps me make it through.

      I glance down at the two dozen Christmas-themed snow globes covering my desk and sigh. So pretty. So relaxing. So…crisp and clean. Like the world is waking to a fresh start and new beginning with every snowfall.

      But not everyone loves the season the way I do, and if you hate it, it sure makes it a bitch when you have to go outside during a snowstorm.

      Maybe the weather is what has Archimedes in such a shit mood.

      It’s the only obvious reason. He had really been looking forward to the weekend. A few days away with one of his bed-buddy bunnies after Thanksgiving dinner with his family.

      Vermont for skiing, if I remember correctly.

      Or maybe it was Connecticut?

      I scan my calendar notes. Vermont. That’s right—Connecticut is the upcoming Christmas vacation with bed bunny number two. Sometimes, it’s hard to keep them straight. The man goes through women the way most people do clean underwear.

      “Blaire! Get in here!” Archimedes’ bellow reaches me even through his closed door, and I cringe once more.

      So much for a nice, relaxing, post-holiday Monday workday.

      I grab a notepad off my desk and make my way to his office. Even with the door shut, I can hear him mumbling to himself as he paces back and forth.

      Archimedes doesn’t pace. Nor does he mumble.

      He’s usually so put together. The perfect example of a Warren heir. Which is what he became after Artie essentially cut himself off from the family. When Archimedes Warren is in a mood, he rarely, if ever, shows it to anyone but me since I have an unfettered view of him in his glass-enclosed office. But he doesn’t get rattled much. I don’t think I’ve seen him like this more than three or four times in the year I’ve worked directly for him. It’s why the warning from security before he came up was so surprising.

      Something really serious must be going on.

      My gut churns the white chocolate peppermint mocha I guzzled this morning on my way into work and threatens to bring it up my throat as I push open the door into his office. “You needed me, Mister Warren?”

      His head snaps up, and cool blue eyes meet mine. With his broad, muscular shoulders pulled tight and his jaw clenched so hard, I can practically feel the tension in his body and his teeth threatening to crack.

      Dammit. That shouldn’t be so sexy.

      The man is smoking hot as hell most days, but when he’s angry, he’s downright nuclear. The kind of heat that will burn you alive. It’s no wonder he has zero trouble finding someone to warm his bed…whether it be in New York City, Vermont, Connecticut, or anywhere else in the world.

      Those looks and this kind of money and power are a real aphrodisiac for women. Other women.

      Because I definitely don’t have a crush on my boss.

      Nope. Definitely not at all.

      That would be completely inappropriate. And I am always professional. My job means too much to me not to be. Yet, even after all this time, the fantasies of having him bend me over my desk and fuck me senseless still make an almost daily appearance—despite doing my best to keep them at bay. It might be easier to control if I were getting any, but aside from an upcoming blind date, my love-life calendar has been as empty as Santa’s sack at the end of Christmas night.

      So, I’ll just visualize this man doing nasty things to me and pray I don’t slip up and make a comment that gets me fired for sexually harassing my boss.

      Archie finally drags his focus away from me and drops into his large leather chair behind the massive hand-carved wood desk that takes up the vast majority of his office. “Shit. I’m sorry, Blaire. I didn’t mean to yell at you.”

      I step in and offer my best pleasant assistant here to help you with anything smile. “No problem. Is something wrong, sir?”

      He waves me off. “Please stop calling me sir. It makes me feel fucking old. And that’s the last thing I want after this weekend. I’m twenty-five, for fuck’s sake.”

      “What happened?”

      It’s none of my business. Not really. If it were something that affects the business this much, he would have called a swarm of lawyers and other employees—including me—to come into the office to work, even though we were on vacation. It can’t be as bad as he’s making it seem. Yet, Archimedes isn’t one to overreact to anything…

      His fists clench on the desktop, and he leans back in his chair and sighs. “My life got flipped upside down, that’s what happened.”

      That doesn’t sound good.

      “Did something happen to your parents? Your grandparents? Artie or Athena?”

      His family are the only people I can think of he’s even remotely close enough with to react this way.

      He lets out a long, slow sigh. “They’re fine. Assholes, but fine.”

      Ouch.

      Archimedes has never vocalized the Warren clan's tension, but anyone with eyes can see it whenever they’re in a room together. Last year’s Christmas party was just…

      Wow.

      Between Artie getting stuck in that snowstorm and Athena getting drunk to avoid their grandmother, it was kind of a shitshow. And that’s one thing Artemus and Bunny Warren do not tolerate. Neither is badmouthing the family. The fact that Archimedes is speaking so ill of them now means something truly awful happened.

      “Is there anything I can help with, si—” I catch myself before the word fully forms, but his assessing gaze still narrows on me.

      The corner of his mouth twitches. Almost like he’s fighting a smile. “You can get me a cup of black coffee…and find me a wife.”
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      BLAIRE

      “I’m sorry, Mister Warren isn’t in the office at the moment. May I take a message?”

      This phone has been ringing off the hook since I got in this morning—each call from a vapid heiress or starlet Archimedes has dated. News of his marriage predicament must have been leaked. It doesn’t surprise me. Something this big is huge news in certain circles. It’s like chum in shark-infested waters, and Archimedes is stuck and bleeding.

      There isn’t a woman in Manhattan or the greater state of New York who isn’t going to throw their hat into the ring to be the bride of Archimedes Warren.

      Who wouldn’t want to marry a man who looks like that who is also worth billions?

      I don’t see much of a downside…except maybe having to deal with the Warren family for the rest of your life, or at least the rest of theirs.

      Compared to his parents and grandparents, Archimedes is a dream. Which is why when he told me about the changes to the trust and his new predicament yesterday morning, I almost choked on my own breath. They are vile, evil, selfish people to thrust this upon him.

      Though, a man like Archimedes Warren will have no problem finding a bride, even in such a short amount of time. A fact I offered to him immediately, to try to quell a little of his panic. He just looked at me with those eyes I could drown in and scrubbed his hands over his face before telling me it wasn’t my problem and he wasn’t going to involve me in his personal issues.

      I figured he had a plan. I hadn’t anticipated that plan to include calling a laundry list of exes who were exes for a reason.

      The man is too damn smart for this.

      He’s not thinking clearly. It’s the only explanation for why he would be willing to spend the rest of his life with any of these gold-digging snobs instead of someone he truly loves. He can’t possibly want the company so much that he would risk being miserable for the next fifty years with someone he doesn’t care about. Though, I’m not sure Archimedes even knows what love is, let alone whether he’s ever been in love. He certainly hasn’t been serious with anyone since I’ve worked here, and the way the tabloids paint the picture, the only thing Archimedes loves is being single.

      The handsome devil himself strolls out of the elevator as I finish up the call and scribble out the fifteenth message before nine in the morning.

      There’s not enough coffee in the world for this day.

      I grab my cup and take a sip of my white chocolate peppermint mocha while Archimedes chats with one of the corporate attorneys. You’d never know he has a handful of weeks to choose someone to be his wife. His passive, relaxed expression shows none of the pressure and stress he’s under—what I got a very rare glimpse of yesterday. Obviously, hiding your true feelings behind steely blue eyes is a Warren trait.

      They are grace under fire. Perfection in an imperfect world.

      I couldn’t be more the opposite, dressed in my holiday apparel and tripping over my own words whenever I get nervous. He was born to be a leader, while I am much more comfortable following a step behind and offering assistance when needed. I prefer to stay out of the spotlight, when possible, while the Warrens seek it out and bask in it like they’re flowers and it’s the sun.

      A long, slow sigh slips from my lips while ogling Archie. With his perfectly tailored suit molded to his lean, muscular body, he looks like he belongs on the cover of GQ more than in the boardroom, next in line to run one of the largest family-owned corporations in the world. That Italian silk pressed against his skin probably cost more than the trip to North Pole, Alaska, I’ve been saving up for the last two years.

      It would be so easy to get bitter, seeing this kind of affluence flaunted every day, but Archimedes carries it so effortlessly. He’s smug, but not in an I want to punch him in the face way. More like an I want his cock to punch into my vagina kind of way. He’s difficult to work for, but not in an I want to murder my boss and bury him in my rose garden kind of way. More like an I can’t believe he’s asking me to do this, but at least I’m getting paid overtime, and he appreciates my work kind of way. And he’s demanding, but not in a my way or the highway kind of way. More like a bend over that desk so I can take you from behind, and I wouldn’t hesitate for a second kind of way.

      I shift in my chair to ease some of the tension building between my legs. Working for Archimedes Warren can be a mixed blessing at times like these.

      He smiles at something Chuck Jover says. Those little creases that frame his eyes appear, and his Adam’s apple bobs in the column of his tanned, muscled throat with his laughter. Entranced, I sip my drink and watch him like he’s a reality show. Which, to be honest, he kind of is.

      Lifestyles of the New York Rich and Ungodly Handsome…

      The Warrens are basically American royalty. Their influence and reach know no bounds. They’re like the Kennedys but with less scandal and more money. If Archimedes let someone film his search for a wife, it would be snatched up by one of the cable networks so fast, it would make his head spin. But he won’t do that. He’s much too Warren to invite that kind of salacious stuff into his life.

      Which is precisely why these women…I glance down at the stack of messages for him…are all sorts of wrong. They’re not the type of women he should be considering for a wife. Not at all.

      Why can’t he see that?

      He says goodbye and turns my way. I take a final sip of coffee and set down my mug on its Christmas-themed warmer nestled between two of my favorite snow globes.

      I stand and straighten my black-and-white-striped skirt, and he pauses next to my desk. He scans the Christmas items strewn across every available inch, including the two new globes I added this morning, and his lip twitches in amusement. His gaze briefly lands on my cardigan, where the elves are hard at work in various departments of Santa’s workshop.

      Since this is my first Christmas season working directly for Archimedes, he has yet to be exposed to my—shall we say—flamboyant exuberance for my favorite holiday. Though, he doesn’t seem annoyed, which is good. I don’t plan on changing how I celebrate just because he’s a total Scrooge.

      Mostly unfazed by my festive outfit and decor, he saunters past me, shoulders straight, head high, with the scent of rich leather and warm spice trailing in his wake.

      I follow behind him and discretely inhale the heavenly smell assaulting me and sending a tingle through my entire body.

      What the hell is he wearing? It smells so good.

      But it’s important to stay professional and get right to work instead of sniffing him. I flip through my notebook, ready to take notes at our daily morning meeting.

      It’s the routine we’ve fallen into since I got assigned to him. Every boss I’ve had during the years I’ve been with Warren Enterprises Worldwide—both as a student intern and then an employee since I graduated from community college—has been different in terms of what they expect. Archimedes expects perfection and accepts nothing less, yet somehow, I’ve managed to survive.

      I shut the stylishly frosted-glass door and take a seat in front of his desk in one of the high-backed leather chairs.

      The names of all the bimbos who have already called today stare up at me from the stack of messages. “You’ve had quite a few calls this morning already. Babette Lewis. Marilyn Martson. JoAnne Bellows and Marcella Morgan. Giselle Buchanan. Mirabella Owens…”

      He sighs and leans back in his posh red-leather chair.

      I glance up in time to see him grimace. “She said, and I quote, ‘I know things ended poorly, but we always had chemistry where it counted. Happy to help a friend in his time of need. Call me.’”

      With a cringe, I rattle off the number. It ended very publicly and very badly for those two. Either she’s hallucinating or so desperate to get him back that she’s willing to pretend the bad stuff never happened.

      As the Hollywood “it girl,” acting is certainly in her repertoire, so I can see how that might make her an obvious choice. And when she and Archimedes dated, she had seemed totally smitten. The world ate them up. Too beautiful. Too powerful. Too wealthy.

      And too good to be true.

      The paparazzi caught the skank kissing her costar in her most recent film…offset. Archimedes dumped her faster than the speed of light. And their relationship wasn’t the only thing that ended. So did her career—aside from an indie film every now and then. Needless to say, Warrens don’t do scandals or second place, even in romance.

      So, how in the world can he be considering marrying her?

      I reach out to lay the number on his desk, with the stack of others I dropped there, but before I can set it down, he snatches it from my hand. The warm brush of his fingers against mine sends a shiver through my arm and straight to a place totally inappropriate for work. Not that it’s unusual when I’m around Archimedes, but I try my best not to be affected by him.

      Utter failure.

      He balls up the note in his fist and raises his hand like he’s going to throw it into the trash can, but he hesitates. With an annoyed sigh, he unfurls the note and places it on top of the stack. “Can’t afford to rule anyone out right now, can I?”

      Wait. What?

      He pinches the bridge of his nose and leans back into his chair.

      Before I can stop myself, my brain overrides my filter. “Mister Warren, you can’t be serious? Mirabella Owens? After what she did to you, you’d still consider marrying her? Surely, you aren’t that desperate?”

      Shit.

      I bite my bottom lip. I didn’t mean to say that out loud. Especially that last part.

      Did I really just call Archimedes Warren desperate?

      He looks at me from over steepled fingers, one brow cocked before he leans forward, resting his crossed forearms on the desk. “You speak like you have knowledge on the subject. Please, do tell me why Mirabella is a bad choice. She’s smart, beautiful, educated, good family. The perfect Warren bride. What more does one need?”

      Love. But I don’t say that. “Sir, if I may speak candidly?”

      Humor flashes in his gaze, and a smirk tugs at his lips. “When are you not candid, Miss Hall?”

      Crap. I guess I haven’t been as professional in the past as I’d hoped.

      He motions for me to continue.

      I chew my lip for a moment. Then the words flow out of me like a river before I can second guess them. “Mirabella, while beautiful and talented, is a gold-digging attention whore.”
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      Archimedes

      Well, shit.

      It looks like Miss Hall has more balls than
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TERMINATION
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DISCLAIMER
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